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THE PROBLEM OF THE OLD TESTAMENT 1 



PROFESSOR KEMPER FULLERTON 
Oberlin Theological Seminary, Oberlin, Ohio 



One day last summer a friend and I were out for an afternoon 
tramp in the canon of the South Platte. As we walked along the 
lower slopes of Grouse Mountain we struck an old trail. It may 
have been a part of the trail which the pioneers in that region 
once followed from Deer Creek into the Platte. Possibly it was 
only a long-unused wood-road. It was still easily distinguishable, 
however, as it wound its way through the clumps of spruce and 
pine. This was the interesting thing about it. No wagon could 
have passed that way for at least ten years, for at one point, just 
in the middle of the path, there was growing a young jack-pine 
which must have already seen a decade of vigorous life. But the 
feet of many men and the wheels of ancient travel had passed that 
way so often that the trail still retained its lines and its directions 
long after it had ceased to be of any service. 

Tradition is an old trail. It served a useful purpose. It was 
once new, a path of discovery, along which only the hardy pioneer 
dared to beat his way. Then came the multitude of the less 
adventurous and appropriated the path. The trail for a time 
becomes a highway, the new truth a convention, easily followed 
and serving a useful purpose to those (and they include the most of 
us) who can follow only beaten paths. But one fresh morning a 
new explorer blazes out a more excellent way. The path from 
Deer Creek into the Platte must be abandoned. A new tradition 
must be formed. 

But there are always many people who cling to the ancient 
modes of thought long after they have ceased to be anything but 
a wandering maze. Such travelers attempt to journey on the old 
trail in spite of the new growth in which it loses itself. The result, 

1 An address delivered at the opening of Oberlin Theological Seminary, September, 
ion. 
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too often, is that they are stalled in the ancient ruts or blocked by 
the young trees. They never succeed in getting out of the woods 
or in catching a glimpse of the distant mountains where claims are 
to be taken up and pure gold is found. 

The most of you to whom I am speaking are not engaged in 
professional Bible study. Your immediate interests he in other 
directions. Yet the larger part of my audience, I take it, come 
from Christian homes. You owe most that is best in you to the 
Christian civilization in which you have been brought up. At 
the basis of that civilization lies the book which we call the Bible, 
and the most voluminous part of the Bible is the Old Testament. 
What is our present attitude toward it? Do we understand it? 
Is it of any value to us? Or is it, so far as we are concerned, 
obsolete ? 

If I had been addressing you thirty or forty years ago such 
questions would scarcely have been raised. I could have assumed 
that you would all be fairly well familiarized with the Old Testa- 
ment through the daily reading of it at family prayers and through 
the many expositions of it from the pulpit. I could have assumed 
that you and I would have been at one in our theory of the Old 
Testament and in our general method of interpreting it. We 
should have maintained that the Old Testament, as a part of the 
Bible, was the Word of God in a very literal sense, and as such 
the only infallible rule of faith and practice. That is, we should 
have had a dogmatic and legalistic theory of the Old Testament. 
We should have regulated our faith, our morals, our views of 
science and of history by its inspired statements. We should have 
been able to tell with assurance how the earth was created in six 
days, how God rested on the seventh day and hallowed it, how we 
all came from one pair who were created in knowledge, righteous- 
ness, and holiness, how Adam fell and all mankind sinned in him 
and fell with him in his first transgression. We should have been 
able to give a large number of instances where prophecies, uttered 
hundreds of years before, had been fulfilled to the letter in the fife 
of Christ, and we could probably have given in substance the 
profound theological significance of the Brazen Serpent or the 
Red Cow. In other words, I could have assumed that we should 
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all be following the old trail which our fathers before us had 
followed for nearly two millenniums. 

But today it is different. We are more or less acutely conscious 
that something is wrong. The old blazes are not leading us any- 
where. The harmonies and analogies that once gave us so much 
satisfaction no longer do so. We are beginning to realize that we 
have lost our way. What is the reason for this? Is there any 
way out of the brush ? It is my purpose to tell you, if I can, the 
real direction which the old path takes so that you may under- 
stand why you do not feel at ease in traveling it, and then to show 
you where the new path branches off, through what country it 
leads, and whither it will finally bring you. 



The Christian Church received the Old Testament from the 
Jewish synagogue. Along with the books, the church adopted the 
Jewish theory concerning them and the Jewish method of inter- 
preting them. But the Jewish doctrine of Scripture and method 
of interpretation were not strictly homogeneous. There was a 
Palestinian doctrine and a Palestinian method. There was also a 
Hellenistic doctrine and a Hellenistic method. The latter were 
developed mainly by the philosophically instructed Jews of Alexan- 
dria. Of these Philo, a contemporary of Jesus, was the great 
representative. Though a disciple of Greek philosophy, Philo was 
a devoted Jew and a firm believer in the Old Testament. But 
he attempted to construe the Old Testament in terms of his phi- 
losophy. This was a difficult thing to do, for the Old Testament 
was thoroughly Semitic and thoroughly unphilosophical. But 
Philo managed to accomplish the seemingly impossible. He was 
able to do this by means of his theory of inspiration which he bor- 
rowed mainly from Plato, and his theory of interpretation which he 
borrowed mainly from the Stoics. According to Philo inspiration 
consists in the ecstasy or trance, in which the soul is absolutely 
passive, the humanity of the inspired one in absolute abeyance. 
In this passive state the soul becomes perfectly receptive to the 
Spirit of God, moving only as the Spirit breathes upon it, as the 
harp-string moves at the touch of the player. What the inspired 
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prophet receives at such a time is the direct word of God unquali- 
fied by any human element. The Old Testament, as the work of 
inspired prophets, is thus in the most literal sense God's word, 
that is, God's message, communicated in God's own words. The 
least jot or tittle is divine. This theory of the inspiration of the 
Old Testament attributes to it an absolute authority, the authority 
of God himself. 

With his theory of inspiration goes Philo's method of inter- 
pretation. A surface view of the Old Testament does not suggest 
that it gives the very words of God. There were many things in 
it which Philo, as a philosopher, freely admitted were incredible 
or trivial, if taken literally. Therefore they were not to be taken 
literally. As the words of God they must have a meaning hidden 
beneath the surface. This meaning was to be elicited by means 
of the allegory. Philo did not devise the allegorical method of 
interpretation. It had already been employed by the Stoics in 
their interpretation of Homer, the Bible of the Greeks. It was 
the recognized method of interpreting sacred books in those days. 
This fact must be remembered. The method seems arbitrary to 
us. It did not seem arbitrary at that time. It was the necessary 
corollary to the accepted theory of inspiration. 

Now the Christian Fathers of the first two centuries were 
Greek-speaking and Greek-thinking men. It was natural, there- 
fore, that, when they took over the Jewish Scriptures, they were 
chiefly influenced by the theories and methods of Philo. The 
Old Testament, though authenticated to them by the Lord and his 
apostles, presented almost as much difficulty to their Christian 
conscience as it did to Philo's philosophically educated conscience. 
But by means of the accepted doctrine of inspiration and method 
of interpretation which Philo had already applied to the Old Testa- 
ment, the Fathers contrived to make it intelligible to themselves. 

But this doctrine of inspiration and method of interpretation 
not only enabled them to satisfy their own needs, they enabled 
them to meet the attacks of their opponents. Of these there 
were three groups, (a) There was first the Jew. The Jew asserted 
the binding character of the Law on the one hand and on the other 
hand denied that Jesus was the Messiah promised in the Old 
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Testament. The ceremonial law was especially difficult for the 
Christian conscience to understand. The Fathers, therefore, largely 
allegorized it. Against the Jewish denial of Jesus' messiahship 
the Fathers pointed to the marvelous agreement between prophecy 
and fulfilment. Prophecy was thus construed almost exclusively 
as prediction. But the extent of the agreement between prophecy 
and fulfilment was obtained only by means of the allegorical 
method of exegesis which ignored the real meaning of the prophecies 
and interpreted them apart from their contexts, (b) The gentile 
objected to the claim of Christianity to be a universal religion. 
It was too recent to be universal. If it demanded the allegiance 
of all men in the present and of all men in the future, what about 
its relation to the men of the past? A universal religion should 
date from the beginning of the world. The Fathers replied that 
it did date from the beginning of the world. The Old Testament 
began with the creation and the Old Testament was a Christian 
book. They undertook to show that it was a Christian book by 
the allegorical method of interpretation by which its hidden mean- 
ing, that is, its real meaning, was discovered, (c) Then there 
were the Gnostics and Marcion, the heretics within the church. 
They claimed that Christianity was the newest thing in the world 
instead of the oldest. It was so wonderful to them, so utterly 
unique, that they refused to associate it with anything in the past. 
In connection with their dualistic conception of the universe they 
drew a sharp distinction between the God of the Old Testament 
who created the world with all its imperfections, and the Absolute 
from whom the emanation proceeded which appeared in Jesus of 
Nazareth. These men accordingly practiced a more or less drastic 
criticism upon the Old Testament. As they distinguished between 
the God of the Old Testament and the Christ of the New, so they 
distinguished between the morals of the Old Testament and the 
morals of the New. 2 

2 1 have not undertaken to point out in this connection the differences between 
the various groups of heretics. As a matter of fact the Valentinian Gnostics were 
comparatively mild in their criticism of the Old Testament (Epistle to Flora). At 
the other extreme stands Marcion, who, strictly speaking, was not a Gnostic at all, 
but was a savage critic of the Jewish Scriptures. 
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Against these various critics of the Old Testament the proofs 
from prophecy and from the Christian character of the Old Testa- 
ment which the Fathers had urged against the Jews and gentiles 
were combined and still further developed. The God of the Old 
Testament was the God of the New. The Messiah promised in 
the Old Testament was Jesus in the New. The morals of the Old 
Testament were essentially the morals of the New. The exegetical 
method by which these propositions were maintained was the alle- 
gorical method. 

The result of these conflicts was that the Old Testament was 
retained by the Christian church as a part of its Scriptures. Its 
inspiration was now a fixed dogma and its authority a dogmatic 
authority. Most important of all, the allegorical method of 
interpretation, by which the Fathers had vindicated the inspira- 
tion and authority of the Old Testament, became so associated 
with the orthodox position that it remained associated with it 
down to the Reformation. 3 But when this theory of inspiration 
and this method of interpretation are examined, they are found 
to be wholly unsatisfactory. Philo's theory of inspiration is 
essentially a depersonalized theory, and therefore essentially a 
non-moral theory. Furthermore it is a great assumption and does 
not stand the test of an induction of the facts of Scripture. 4 As to 
Philo's theory of interpretation, it landed the church in a predica- 
ment from which it managed to extricate itself only by taking a 
step which placed it in a still worse plight. If the meaning of the 
Old Testament was hidden beneath the surface of its words, and 
the words themselves, when taken in their natural and intended 
sense, did not convey the real meaning, how was the reader to 
know whether he had ever got at the real meaning ? The Gnostic 

s Again I have ignored the tendencies toward a better method, of interpreting 
the Scriptures which appeared at times in the church, largely because of the contro- 
versies with the heretics, as these did not have much influence upon subsequent 
developments. 

* There were modifications of Philo's theory (e.g., the elimination of his idea 
of the ecstasy) in the church itself, called out chiefly by the opposition to the 
Montanistic abuses of the idea of prophecy. But as these did not have any effect 
upon" the dogmatic view of the Old Testament they may be ignored in the present 
discussion. 
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was not averse to the allegory himself. The New Testament was 
inspired for the Gnostic in the same sense in which both Testa- 
ments were inspired for the orthodox believer. The New Testa- 
ment, therefore, had its own hidden meanings, and the Gnostic 
felt quite as able to conjure out the true sense of Scripture by 
means of the allegory as was the orthodox student. But as between 
heretical allegory and orthodox allegory, who was to decide which 
was right? In the case of Marcion the situation was somewhat 
different. He rejected all allegorizing and adopted the literal 
sense of Scripture. Against the literal sense the allegory in 
itself was powerless. Tertullian, who was a shrewd lawyer, saw 
the difficulty. Like some others of his profession, in order to 
win his case against the heretics he adopted an ingenious method 
of avoiding the dilemma which answered for the time but which 
subsequently involved the church in the direst consequences. 
Tertullian said the only persons who can decide on the correct 
meaning of a passage belong to the church. The church possesses 
the true meaning of Scripture because it has been handed down 
from Christ and his apostles by an unbroken succession of bishops. 
Thus the allegorical method of interpretation which the Fathers 
borrowed from Philo finally necessitated the introduction of the 
authority of the church. From the time of Tertullian the authority 
of Scripture, though theoretically still ultimate, was more and 
more reduced to a subordinate position, and the church, repre- 
sented by the bishops, who in turn were represented by the pope, 
became to all intents and purposes the ultimate authority. The 
process was parallel to that which is now going on in the United 
States. The Constitution is, theoretically, the final authority. In 
reality the Supreme Court which interprets the Constitution is the 
final authority. By judicial interpretation the Constitution and the 
Scripture can be relegated to a position of harmless dignity. 

II 

The Reformation was a very complex movement, but one of 
its fundamental principles was the reassertion of the biblical form 
of Christianity as against the ecclesiastical form. The Reformers 
sought to accomplish their work by restoring the Bible to its 
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position of a practical final authority as well as a theoretical final 
authority. The laity were to depend directly upon God's word 
rather than upon priest or pope. But an unintelligible authority 
can have no practical influence. The Bible, allegorically inter- 
preted, is unintelligible to an ordinary mind. Only ecclesiastical 
initiates are capable of interpreting it, as Tertullian had maintained. 
Accordingly Luther soon saw that a new principle of interpretation 
must be enunciated if the authority of Scripture were to be reas- 
serted with any practical effect. The Holy Ghost must speak a 
"heavenly-clear" language. Thus Luther was driven to proclaim 
what may be called the great Reformation principle of exegesis, 
namely, that the language of the Bible must be interpreted in 
its natural and intended sense, in other words, just like any other 
book. Calvin adopted the method of Luther but carried it through 
far more consistently. 

Thus the Reformers broke with the old Philonic and patristic 
method of interpretation. But they were as little conscious of 
what were to be the consequences of their act as was Tertullian 
when he introduced the principle of ecclesiastical tradition in 
order to supplement the Philonic theory. It has already been 
pointed out how intimately Philo's method of interpretation was 
connected with his theory of the inspiration and authority of 
Scripture. It was inevitable that when the Philonic method of 
interpretation was once discarded, the Philonic theory of inspira- 
tion and authority, which the Reformers essentially retained, 
would sooner or later be affected. s At first the Reformers seem 
to have so rejoiced in the newly discovered principle of interpre- 
tation that they pursued it apparently heedless of consequences. 
It is astonishing to observe to what lengths Luther went in his 
criticism of the Old Testament as Law, 6 or to see how drastically 
Calvin modified the patristic argument from prophecy. The 
former adopted a thoroughly historical view of the Law which 
really abrogated it as a dogmatic authority. The latter abandoned 

5 The Reformers did not retain Philo's theory of the ecstasy. But the Bible 
was for them also an infallible authority. Luther's views at this point betray incon- 
sistencies which have since worked themselves out in most interesting ways. 

6 Compare his work Against the Heavenly Prophets. 
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many of the most cherished specific predictions on the ground 
that their interpretation as direct predictions seems to twist 
the sense. 

The post-Reformation theologians, who were logicians rather 
than discoverers in religion, were not slow to perceive whither 
things were tending. The Reformers had proclaimed the authority 
of Scripture against the authority of the pope. In order to give 
effect to that authority they had enunciated a new principle of 
interpretation. Their interest in this was a dogmatic interest. 
When, therefore, it was seen to be at work undermining the author- 
ity which it was invoked to support, a distinct reaction set in in 
exegesis. Under the guise of typology, which Calvin himself had 
made large use of, the old theory of the hidden sense of Scripture 
was revived in a new form. 

Ill 

At this point a new factor enters into the development which 
I have been trying to sketch. The theologians had been having 
it their own way during all these centuries. The dogmatic interest 
in Scripture had been the controlling interest. The Philonic 
theory of Scripture was a purely dogmatic theory and so were all 
its variants. The Philonic method of interpretation was a dogmatic 
method. Even the new method of interpretation introduced by 
the Reformers was, as we have just seen, introduced in a dog- 
matic interest. 

But parallel with the Reformation proper, and largely influen- 
cing it as it was influenced by it, there was another powerful current 
of thought. This was Humanism, the great revival of learning, 
the awakening of the scientific spirit. Humanism quickened the 
mind of Europe as the Reformation quickened its heart. Out of 
the intellectual movement of Humanism has emerged the modern 
world with its scientific interests, methods, and achievements. 

One aspect, but a very important one, of the scientific spirit 
was the awakened historic interest. Now the material with which 
the historian works consists primarily of documents. If he will 
draw a picture of ancient life and thought, he does it on the basis 
of the written records of the past. The civilization which leaves 
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no written records is pre-historic. It was inevitable that the 
explorers of the past would sooner or later reach the sacred soil 
of Palestine. The life and thought of ancient Israel would be 
examined with even a keener interest and a closer scrutiny, because 
of the momentous issues involved, than the civilizations of Greece 
and Rome. But was the method of investigation which was 
applied to the records of every other ancient people to be departed 
from in the examination of the records of Israel ? At this point 
the method of interpretation which was used by the Reformers in a 
dogmatic and apologetic interest was followed by the Humanists, 
but this time in a scientific interest. 

What is the higher criticism — a term that has become most 
distasteful because of the supercilious assumptions which have 
been read into it ? It is simply the consistent use of the Reforma- 
tion principle of interpretation in its humanistic formulation, that 
is, as a scientific, and not as a dogmatic, method of interpretation. 
The church has been instinctively fearful of the higher criticism. 
Her instinct is justified so long as she retains her dogmatic concep- 
tion of Scripture. The great inspiration controversies which have 
racked the Protestant churches, particularly in the seventeenth 
and nineteenth centuries, are due to the antagonism between 
the dogmatic theory of Scripture which the Fathers received from 
the Jews and which the Reformers retained, and the Reformation 
principle of interpretation in its humanistic formulation. The 
dogmatic theory of Scripture and the scientific method of inter- 
preting it have always been and always will be irreconcilable. 
One or the other of them must yield. 

We started from the church's doctrine and interpretation of 
the Old Testament. We became gradually involved in a discus- 
sion of the church's doctrine and interpretation of the Bible as a 
whole. Let us return to our immediate subject and observe how 
the larger problem finds its sharpest definition, its peculiar poign- 
ancy, in the case of the Old Testament. 

1. The traditional theory of the Old Testament starts from 
the assumption that it is inspired in the most literal sense, that 
it is the very Word of God in the very words of God, that as such 
it is an errorless, absolute authority. God speaks in it and God 
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cannot lie. The process of reasoning is essentially deductive. 
From a certain theory as to what the Word of God must be we 
argue to the characteristics which the Old Testament as the Word 
of God must have. But the incompatibility between this theory 
and the facts is painfully obvious in the Old Testament, much 
more obvious than in the New Testament. The difficulties of 
the Old Testament lie on the surface, the difficulties of the New 
Testament are deeper down. The piety of the Old Testament is 
not so able to throw a veil around its difficulties as the piety of 
the New Testament is able to conceal its difficulties, since the 
piety of the Old Testament itself is not so intelligible to the Chris- 
tian as the piety of the New. The consequence is that the alle- 
gory has been in far greater demand to make the Old Testament 
intelligible and to relieve its difficulties than in the case of the 
New Testament. When the new principle of interpretation is 
introduced, it accordingly reveals more quickly in the case of the 
Old Testament the discord between the theory of Scripture and the 
facts of Scripture than it does in the New Testament. Thus the 
abandonment of the allegorical method of interpreting the Bible is 
particularly disastrous to the dogmatic view of the Old Testament. 

2. But if the attempt is nevertheless made to maintain the 
dogmatic authority of the Old Testament after the allegorical 
interpretation of it has been discarded, a danger to religion arises 
of the gravest kind. The Old Testament as a dogmatic authority 
is always in danger of becoming a tyrannical authority. The 
reason is obvious. It has never been so closely allied with Chris- 
tian experience as the New Testament has been. But in propor- 
tion as religious authority is dissociated from experience, it becomes 
an external authority, an authority over a man instead of an 
authority in him. But the more absolute such an authority 
claims to be, the more tyrannical it becomes, if its claims are once 
allowed. Thus, paradoxical as it may seem, the higher the theory 
of the inspiration of the Old Testament is, the more damage it is 
likely to do from a religious point of view, provided you are deprived 
of the allegory by which you can interpret it in a way intelligible 
to your Christian experience. Witness Mormonism. 

I think it will now be plain why so many people do not know 



THE PROBLEM OF THE OLD TESTAMENT 235 

what to do with the Old Testament. If we seek to maintain the dog- 
matic view of the Old Testament which we have inherited from our 
fathers we can find no satisfaction in it, for either consciously or un- 
consciously we are under the influence of the scientific method of in- 
terpreting it. In order to get the old satisfaction, we should have to 
return to the old method of interpretation. We are too much chil- 
dren of our own age to do that unreservedly, so we adopt compro- 
mise measures, and indulge in harmonistic methods and exegetical 
sophistries which really belong to the old method and consequently 
leave us restless and unconvinced. Because of the difficulties in 
which we find ourselves involved, an increasing number of us just 
leave the Old Testament alone. We may not admit in theory 
that it has ceased to be of any authority, but our failure to make 
any practical use of it shows that it has ceased to be of any practical 
value to us. What is to be done? The old trail has run out. 
It is lost in the new growth. We have arrived at the parting of the 
ways. Will you still stick to the old trail? If you do, it is as 
certain as the setting of the sun that the book which you fondly 
hope to recover will become more and more an alien element in 
your lives. It will be increasingly difficult for you vitally to 
connect it with your own life and the life about you. That means 
that your theory of the Old Testament will lose all significance 
for you. That means that your theory concerning it is a dead 
theory, an intellectual carcass. Carcasses, when retained on the 
premises, are apt to breed disease. The really safer path, though 
at first sight it may seem to be more dangerous, is to accept the 
logical consequences of being a Protestant, honestly follow the 
Reformation principle of interpretation to the bitter end, and 
discard the dogmatic theory of the Old Testament. Goldwin 
Smith once said somewhere that the Old Testament is the mill- 
stone around the neck of Christianity. I do not believe it. But 
the dogmatic theory of the Old Testament is too heavy a load for 
Christianity to carry, and it is unwise to attempt so unnecessarily 
burdensome a task. 

[To be concluded in the November number.] 



